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A Bartok Opera in Concert, About Death and Matrimony 

By BERNARD HOLLAND
James Levine is hurt and has missed the Boston Symphony's road trip this week. Kurt Masur had heart palpitations in Dublin and is day to day for the London Philharmonic's concerts in the United States. Christoph von Dohnanyi was out of the lineup at the New York Philharmonic a week ago, but he was back in uniform last night. And in other good news, Plácido Domingo is off the injured list and back singing in "Cyrano de Bergerac" at the Metropolitan Opera. Sports fans, it has been a tough month.

Maybe the Philharmonic program at Avery Fisher Hall on Thursday was too tempting for Mr. Dohnanyi to stay away. Prime singers, Anne Sofie von Otter and Matthias Goerne, sang in Bartok's "Bluebeard's Castle." And before intermission, there was Schubert's "Unfinished" Symphony.

Musically, Bartok's languid, morbid recital on death and matrimony consists of Hungarian modes and rhythms superimposed on a familiar 19th-century big-orchestra format. There is some sprucing-up with striking mallet-percussion effects. Dissonance is used for dramatic effect rather than as a new form of grammar. Bartok's originality also does not shrink from tone-painting. Jewelry is evoked by shimmers of wind and percussion, weaponry with martial brass. 

"Bluebeard's Castle" is an opera, if only an hour long, but it probably works better as an opera in concert, as it was performed here. Bluebeard and his bride are the only characters, and the entire hour is their musical conversation. Seven doors are opened and the contents described, but otherwise not much physical happens. 

With singers as splendid as these, and the Philharmonic playing well for a healthy-looking Mr. Dohnanyi, listeners (an unusually quiet and attentive group for a subscription audience) probably experienced more by using their imaginations and doing without props. Both soloists sounded beautiful, wrapped their tongues around the Hungarian texts and projected with admirable naturalness. It was quite a show.

Some uncompleted music actually works better as a fragment. (The Adagio of Mahler's 10th Symphony is my candidate.) The Schubert, on the other hand, cheats us, leaving off after two movements just when we want desperately for it to go on. Mr. Dohnanyi translates this music from Biedermeier intimacy into a full-blown, fully manned Brahmsian orchestra sound. He does it very well, and so fine was the section playing that Schubert's counterpoint emerged as clear as chamber music.

The program will be repeated tonight at 8 in Avery Fisher Hall; (212) 875-5656.
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